THE   LITTLE   ROCKET

We passed through Szeged and fate dealt us another blow. That
nice level main road was closed, a man with a red flag directed us
along a miserable by-pass, little more than a field track. I had
travelled the main road not long before and knew that it was
perfectly good; this meant, not road repairs, but fortification-
building, which was the fashion on all frontiers at the moment.
But for my Little Rocket it meant toiling along a rutty and un-
made: track for twenty kilometres.

When we reached the good main road again The Little Rocket
was coughing once more. The needle went back and back, to
forty, to thirty, to twenty, to fifteen kilometres an hour. Would we
at least reach Kecskemet, I thought desperately, where I should
have a chance of getting The Little Rocket doped again?

It was dark. We coughed and coughed along. Suddenly an
enormous sow lumbered out of the roadside ditch and waddled
across the road dead before us. The Little Rocket hit her broad-
side on. With a shriek she fell over, scrambled to her feet, and
lumbered off into the night, unhurt. I breathed again.

But the Little Rocket was finished. It lay there all lopsided.
This last blow was too much. That axle had gone at last.

To die there like that, on the Budapest road, in the dark night,
I thought, as I looked at it. It gave me a last look of recognition
and devotion and then its lights went out.

Perhaps it was better so, I thought. Better this sudden end than
to cough and cough and peter out miserably, coughing. With a
heavy heart I turned and went in search of a peasant.
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